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For the Love of Literature:
Journeys
by Laura Apol,
Michigan State University
“I may not have gone where I intended to go, but I think I
have ended up where I intended to be.”
—Douglas Adams

• East Lansing

As by now I’m sure every reader knows, this is the last
issue of The Michigan Reading Journal that will be published here at Michigan State University. After this,
the journal will be handed off to a very capable editorial team at Wayne State. It’s bittersweet, this transition. You’ll see that sentiment expressed in both the children’s and the YA literature columns below.
As a team, we chose, intentionally, the theme of “Journeys” for our final contribution. “Journeys” seemed
to convey much of what we’re feeling at this transitional moment. Journeys are a process, and the decisions we make along the way determine what comes next, and next, and next after that. Poet Robert Frost
reminds us that “way leads on to way,” and so we go on, rarely if ever returning to the place we began.
It’s often easy for us—teachers, students, writers, readers, humans—to focus on our own lack of certainty
when it comes to journeys, to believe that those around us are clear about the journey and the destination,
and that we alone are confused, stumbling, elated, surprised, disappointed, enchanted, exhausted, proud.
But the truth is—we’re all just finding our way, one moment, one step at a time. We just keep learning
and growing and stumbling and dancing and crying and singing. Moment by moment. Day by day.
Issue by issue. In the column below, you’ll see our own sense of the journey we’ve made through the
writing we’ve done for this theme. You’ll also see it in the books we’ve chosen to share.
Three years ago, we said “yes” to the idea of this column, and we laid out a path forward. We didn’t
know the books, the audience, the deadlines we would encounter or include. We just knew we loved
literature—talking about it, writing about it—and we wanted to share that passion with others. We had
some good ideas, but as the quote above says, we didn’t always go where we intended. Still, we’re pretty
sure we’ve arrived at a good place. We discovered new books, talked about what we were reading, put our
responses into words.
We’re grateful to the editors here at MSU who invited us to join them on this journey. Personally, I’m
grateful to the members of the children’s / YA lit team (Lisa, Ashley, Jackie, Jeanne, Tracy) who said
“yes” when I asked them if we ought to accept this opportunity. And, as a team, we’re all grateful to the
authors, illustrators, and publishers who create books worth sharing, and the readers (our students, you,
your students) who remind us that literature can take us to places we never expected, offer journeys we
could never foresee.
Who prove, time and again, that the journey of literature can help to change the world.
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Lisa Domke, Ashley Johnson, Laura Apol, Jeanne Loh, Tracy Weippert,
(Not pictured: Jackie Kerr)
This column is created by Dr. Laura Apol of Michigan State University, in collaboration with a team of
faculty and graduate students who teach children’s and adolescent literature in the teacher preparation
program, who research issues relevant to the area of children’s and adolescent literature, and who have
been or are themselves teachers in preK-12 settings.

Children’s Literature:
Immersion in Illustrations

—Tracy Weippert and Lisa Domke

This is our ninth column and the end of our official tenure as children’s literature reviewers. These
past years, we have been on a quest to share a variety of books that pushed our thinking, enlightened
our teaching, and touched our emotions. We tried
to expand the range of books considered as traditional classroom favorites to help students engage
with texts that are meaningful, motivating, and
timely for them. In other words, these columns
have been our journey to find books that will not
only teach, but that will also reach the students
sitting in our classrooms.
In this final column, we continue that mission and
take the idea of journeys literally by highlighting
books in which people and animals move from
place to place; books in which peoples’ journeys

enlighten them through exploration, experiences,
or new knowledge; and books in which people
undertake journeys for justice.

Journeys of People and Animal Movement
Immigration and Forced Migration
One of the ideas that first comes to mind when
thinking about journeys is the movement from
one place to another. Faith Ringgold’s new book
We Came to America (2016) celebrates the Native
Americans who were
already in the United
States and all the people
who came after, people
of “every color, race, and
religion, / from every
country in the world.”
She mentions their reasons for coming to the
U.S. and their enriching
contributions. Her book
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of simple, clear text and colorful, bold illustrations
is a message of both diversity and unity because, as
her poetry says, “In spite of where we came from, /
Or how or why we came, / We are all Americans, /
Just the same. (n.p.)”
As Ringgold’s book reinforces, the journey to the
United States is different
for various groups across
time. Other books also
tell stories of coming to
the U.S. In the classic
Watch the Stars Come
Out by Riki Levinson
(1985), a brother and
sister take a ship from
Europe across the Atlantic and go through Ellis
Island to be reunited with their parents who have
started a new life in the U.S. In the novel The
Turtle of Oman by Naomi
Shihab Nye (2014), Aref
and his grandfather travel
around their home country
of Oman making memories before he flies across
the globe to live in Ann
Arbor, Michigan for three
years while his parents earn
their PhDs.
Two White
Rabbits by Jairo
Buitrago (2015),
also available in a
Spanish edition,
Dos conejos blancos, describes a
father and daughter’s journey to
cross the U.S.Mexico border. While the text is sparse and told
from the daughter’s limited point of view, the illustrations provide more context and introduce the
idea of a coyote, a person paid to help people enter
68

the U.S. to start a
new life away from
war and/or poverty.
However, coyotes are
not always trustworthy and can overcharge and betray
the people they have
been contracted to
help. Two White
Rabbits pairs well
with Pancho Rabbit and the Coyote: A Migrant’s
Tale by Duncan Tonatiuh (2013), which tells
how Pancho Rabbit hires Coyote to help him find
his father in el Norte when Papá Rabbit does not
come back as planned. Reading Pancho Rabbit
and the Coyote can provide additional background
knowledge about the role of coyotes in immigrants’
travel across the border.
However, not all journeys
are expected or made by
choice. Some are forced on
people by circumstances
and/or governments.
For example, Finding
Someplace by Denise Lewis
Patrick (2015) takes place
when Hurricane Katrina
devastated the city of New
Orleans. Thirteen-yearold Reesie Boones’ family is separated before the
hurricane’s landfall; as a result, they are unable to
evacuate. After weathering the hurricane in the
home of an elderly neighbor, Reesie and three
others must be rescued when the levees break.
They are taken to an evacuation center where she
is reunited with her father and mother. Eventually,
Reesie’s mother decides that New Orleans is too
dangerous and escapes to her family in New Jersey,
taking Reesie with her while Reesie’s father remains
behind to help rebuild the city. Finding Someplace
is a story of dealing with the aftermath of a natural disaster; it is also Reesie’s opportunity to learn
where she belongs, where she is happiest, and who
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matters most in her life. Another picturebook with
a similar storyline is A Storm Called Katrina by
Myron Uhlberg (2011), while Two Bobbies: A
True Story of Hurricane Katrina, Friendship,
and Survival by Kirby Larson (2008) and Eight
Dolphins of Katrina: A True Tale of Survival by
Janet Wyman Coleman (2013) tell the stories of
animals left in New Orleans during the hurricane.
The Japanese internment
during World War II is
another example of movement of people that was not
by choice. The novel Paper
Wishes by Lois Sepahban
(2016) tells of ten-year-old
Manami’s devastation at
leaving their family’s dog
behind as she, her mother,
father, and grandfather
are sent from their home on Bainbridge Island,
Washington to the Manzanar “prison-village” in
the California desert (p. 47). The dust, anguish,
and stress “coat” her throat so that she does not
talk anymore. This poignant story tells how the
family copes with overcrowding, with a different
climate, and with being held as prisoners because
the government and other American citizens view
them as enemies and potential spies. Two picturebooks about the Japanese internment that pair well
with this text are The Bracelet by Yoshiko Uchida
(1993) and Baseball Saved Us by Ken Mochizuki
(1993).

Animal Migration
We are always on the lookout for good nonfiction texts to
share with students. Recently,
Patricia Hegarty
wrote Animal
Journeys (2017),
an introduction
to the migration

patterns of a variety of animals and insects.
Hegarty chose animals that children are unlikely
to see in their everyday lives (e.g., wildebeests, sea
turtles, and Emperor penguins) as well as those
that they might see in their own backyards (e.g.,
monarch butterflies, bats, and woodpeckers).
This book explains the concept of migration in
easy-to-understand terms. However, one place
this text falls short is the life cycle of a butterfly,
which does not adequately describe each stage or
describe the monarch’s migration patterns. Also,
the text is divided by thin, short, solid lines, which
look like they are indicating emphasis through
underlining, though this is not the case. While
Animal Journeys is better suited to younger readers,
Cynthia Rylant’s (2006) The Journey: Stories of
Migration, provides similar information for older
readers.
Another book
we have recently
encountered is
Celia Godkin’s
(2017) The
Wolves Return: A
New Beginning
for Yellowstone
National Park.
Since the early
1900s the North American wolf population has
been on the decline due to loss of habitat and
extermination projects (https://www.nps.gov/
yell/learn/nature/wolves.htm). Only recently have
conservation efforts begun to allow the population to rebuild. The Wolves Return is less a story
of long-distance animal migration than it is the
rebuilding of a population of animals on the verge
of extinction and the ways in which this causes
other animals to relocate within the park. As the
wolves repopulate Yellowstone, they begin to hunt
other wildlife, such as elk. This causes the elk to
move to higher ground where they are safer from
the wolves, which allows more trees and bushes to
grow in the lowlands attracting bears and birds.
As the ecosystem changes with the reintroduction
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of the wolves, all of the animals that had called
Yellowstone home begin to return. Godkin’s
(2006) earlier text Wolf Island tells how the
wolves were originally removed from the area and
is a great companion text.
Following the
theme of animal
migration is
Gianna Marino’s
(2014) Following
Papa’s Song.
Little Blue and
Papa travel
together, as they
“follow the song of the whales” on the longest
journey Little Blue has ever made. Along the way,
he has plenty of questions for Papa, such as how
they will know where to go and what they might
see. The illustrations and text are simple enough
for young readers to comprehend without excessive explanation from adults, and the concept of
migration is explained even more simply than in
Animal Journeys, making the two a good pair for
early elementary classrooms.
A recent series of
nonfiction texts,
Extraordinary
Migrations, showcases exquisite drawings of animals in
their natural habitats
paired with informative and interesting
text. When Crabs
Cross the Sand:
The Christmas Island Crab Migration (2015) by
Sharon Katz Cooper is one title from the series.
Other titles focus on grey whales, monarch butterflies, and emperor penguins. All of the texts feature
child-friendly maps and illustrations as well as
information about the ways in which the animals
prepare for and engage in their migratory patterns.

70

Journeys of Exploration,
Experience, and Knowledge
In thinking of
journeys, we are
considering not
only physical
journeys, but also
internal journeys
of enlightenment
and investigation.
One such book
is Finding Wild by Megan Wagner Lloyd (2016).
Lloyd’s text begins, “What is wild? And where can
you find it? (n.p.)” The main characters are children who set out on an adventure to answer those
questions. They explore multiple terrains in an
urban park, where they find tiny wild things such
as insects and large wild things such as flowering
bushes twice as big as the children themselves.
However, Finding Wild also cautions readers that
not everything they find in their exploration will
be safe and to watch out for things that itch, burn,
sting, and hurt—an important lesson for younger
readers who may be fearless of things they encounter in nature.
A slightly different
sort of exploration
is featured in Gloria
Whelan’s (2011)
Mackinac Bridge: The
Story of the Five-Mile
Poem. Before 1957,
the only way for travelers to cross the Straits
of Mackinac between
Michigan’s Upper and
Lower Peninsulas was by car ferry, which could
take hours, even up to a day with heavy traffic. To
lessen the crossing time, people proposed a bridge.
Whelan’s book tells of a family’s tensions as the
oldest son joins the construction crew building the
bridge that will destroy his father’s ferry business.
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Mackinac Bridge: The Story of the Five-Mile Poem is
the Hansen family’s journey through the transition
from reliance on ferry boats to the availability of
the Mackinac Bridge that connects Michigan’s two
peninsulas, allowing free movement of “commerce
and culture” (n.p.) and encouraging journeys of
exploration within the state.
For another Michigan
book, the journey in
Kathy-Jo Wargin’s
(2003) The Edmund
Fitzgerald: The Song
of the Bell is one of
bravery, perseverance,
and ultimately sacrifice in the face of the
Great Lakes’ dangers.
Wargin’s book outlines
the tragic story of the sinking of the Edmund
Fitzgerald in Lake Superior in November 1975.
The boat, carrying taconite from Minnesota to
ports across the Great Lakes, encountered a gale
which disrupted its radar and radio. Less than
seventeen miles from its destination, the Edmund
Fitzgerald disappeared, and the ship and all 29
crewmembers were lost. In 1994, the ship’s bell
was recovered from the wreckage and is now on
display at the Great Lakes Shipwreck Museum in
Whitefish Point, Michigan with a replica engraved
with the names of the lost crew members.
Set in a different Great
Lake, on the Canadian
side of Lake Huron, a
young girl, Helen, goes
on a journey of discovery one summer as
Tom Thomson, one of
Canada’s most famous
artists (and part of
The Group of Seven),
teaches her to paint in
the picturebook Go Home Bay by Susan Vande
Griek (2016). This book, with its lyrical text and

beautiful paintings, describes how Helen and Tom
explore and paint the nature around Go Home Bay
in a variety of weather and lighting conditions.
In another book about
a famous artist, My
Papa Diego and Me
/ Mi papá Diego y
yo, Guadalupe Rivera
Marín (2009) goes on
a journey through her
memories describing
the stories behind
some of the works of
art of her father, Diego
Rivera, the famous Mexican muralist. In this
dual-language book showcasing paintings from
throughout Rivera’s career, Rivera Marín describes
aspects of Mexican culture and daily life, what it
was like to sit for her father as a model, and the
importance her father placed on education. To pair
with this book, Mike Venezia’s (1994) picturebook
biography, Diego Rivera, features Rivera’s artwork
and Venezia’s cartoons depicting various aspects of
Rivera’s life. (As a side note, Diego Rivera also has
Michigan connections through his famous Detroit
Industry mural across
four walls inside the
Detroit Institute of
Arts. You can take
a virtual journey
at http://www.dia.
org/art/rivera-court.
aspx, or perhaps you
can see it in person
to experience its
immense size.)

Journeys for Justice
Finally, as characters and readers go on journeys
that result in knowledge, they may encounter
injustices which spur additional journeys to right
the wrongs. For example, Susan Goodman’s (2016)
The First Step: How One Girl Put Segregation
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on Trial tells the story
of Sarah Roberts and
her family who in
1847 began their fight
against racially segregated schools in Boston,
100 years before the
1954 Brown v. Board of
Education case. Because
of her race, Sarah was
forced to go to an inferior school farther away from her house, passing
five schools she was not allowed to attend on her
way. This is similar to Sylvia Mendez and her
family’s plight eight years before Brown v. Board
of Education as told in Duncan Tonatiuh’s (2014)
Separate Is Never
Equal: Mendez v.
Westminster. Because
Sylvia was MexicanAmerican, she, too,
was forced to attend
inferior schools farther away from her
house. The Roberts and
Mendez families’ journeys for justice laid the
groundwork for the Supreme Court decision that
ended school segregation across the country.
In these instances,
injustice affected not
only the focal families,
but the entire nation.
In the following two
books, characters go
on personal journeys
to behave more justly.
In Say Something by
Peggy Moss (2004),
the main character
witnesses bullying at her school but thinks she
is not part of the problem because she does not
do anything. However, one day, when classmates make fun of her at lunch and no one does
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anything, she realizes
that being a bystander
makes problems
worse. That next day,
she decides to make
a change. This is like
Katie in Confessions
of a Former Bully by
Trudy Ludwig (2010),
who gets into trouble
for bullying behavior.
After working with the school counselor to learn
why she engaged in this behavior and how to be a
better friend, Katie decides to write a book about
why bullies act the way they do and how to handle
them if you are the target or a bystander.

Conclusion: Books That Teach and Reach
In this column and throughout our tenure as
children’s literature reviewers, we have tried to
introduce a range of fiction and nonfiction titles
that teach and/or reach readers. Our journeys will
continue through our work as teacher educators,
encouraging prospective teachers as they embark
on quests of their own. At the same time, we will
go on visiting bookstore and library shelves in our
search for books that are illuminating, interesting,
and/or inspiring to a continuously changing student population.
We have thoroughly enjoyed the opportunity to
share our experiences and books through this venue.
Thank you for joining us on this journey!
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YA Lit Trek: Journeying Roads Less
Taken, Embarking on Unlikely
Pilgrimages, and Creating the Road
as We Walk

— Ashley Johnson, Jackie Kerr,
Jeanne Loh

In Issue 7 of The Michigan Reading Journal, we
reviewed Shaun Tan’s graphic novel The Arrival,
the pictorial story of a man’s journey to a new
land. In Tan’s own words, the story is not meant to
depict any particular journey, but rather to evoke
any or even every journey readers might encounter.
The novel showcases traditional journey motifs,
including the move from a troubled and threatening place to a safe haven, the goodbyes inherent
in such a move, the physical trek across geography fraught with dangers and new challenges, the
encounters with strangers and residents who kindly
provide assistance and guidance, and the eventual
reunion with loved ones in the new land of the
arrival. Ultimately, the book reveals the ways in
which travelers struggle to find the familiar in the
strange throughout their journeys, coming out
on the other side transformed in ways they could
never have predicted.
This idea recurs frequently in literature: Homer
tells the familiar tale of a hero’s adventures in The
Odyssey; Chaucer provides entertaining stories from
the pilgrimage to Canterbury in his Canterbury
Tales; John Steinbeck spins the saga of migrant
workers fleeing the Dust Bowl in The Grapes of
Wrath. Anna Quindlen said, “Books are the plane,
and the train, and the road. They are the destination, and the journey. They are home.” As mirrors
and windows, literary works can function much
like a modern GPS, providing “maps” for the
journeys we all face throughout our lives. As Walt
Whitman wrote in “Song of Myself,” “I tramp a
perpetual journey.”
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In this final column before the Michigan Reading
Journal sets off on its own journey from MSU to
its new home at Wayne State University, we want
to consider the broad theme of journeys. We begin
with our own reflections on the journey of writing
this column for the last three years, followed by
reviews of recent YA books written about journeys—both physical and metaphoric.
*****
Jackie’s reflection
Over the three years I have spent reading and
reviewing books and writing this column for the
Michigan Reading Journal, I have found great satisfaction in sharing what I have discovered with the
educators who subscribe to this resource. I always
hope the wonderful YA books, engaging literary
genres, and exciting new authors find their way
onto classroom shelves and into students’ hands,
and that the ideas about teaching literature become
part of someone’s practice. I have neither forgotten
nor lost my teacher self. One aspect of my journey from long-time English teacher (25 years!) to
novice teacher educator at MSU has been the very
real and painful grief I have felt as a result of leaving the secondary classroom. I greatly miss teaching English and sharing books with young people;
I used to tell my high school students that book
talks were my all-time favorite part of teaching. So
to be able to teach Children’s Literature at MSU
and then to read books with my colleagues and
share them with practicing teachers through this
MRJ column has helped to mitigate the loss I have
been feeling and has given me a sense of direction
for my future work. In sharing our knowledge of
YA literature with you, I hope we have inspired
future book ambassadors who will, in turn, share
this literature and these ideas with students and
will also be open to reading books students recommend to them. The collegiality of all book lovers
can connect us across differences and help us to
collectively make sense of a world that is increasingly chaotic and confusing. Thank you so much
for reading with us over the last three years.
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Jeanne’s reflection
Here it is: our final column after three years of
reviewing young adult books for the Michigan
Reading Journal.
For each issue, the book selection process was
an English teacher’s dream. We would rip open
cardboard boxes and envelopes, stack them high
in categorized piles on a small meeting table and
around our feet. Amid a pile of newly published
books, we would run our fingers over smooth dust
jackets, linger over gorgeous cover illustrations,
and breathe in the scent of print as we cracked
the books open for their very first time. These
moments revealed to me the endless possibilities
of literature - what it could be and where it could
take us.
Out of our joyful explorations of new books, I
discovered that young adult literature is everchanging. The books that many of us read as youth
are still there and still loved (my own students
still read classics like The Outsiders), but there is
much more out there—a plethora of experiences,
voices, and cultures that did not yet have a place in
the canon of young adult literature a decade ago.
I encourage you to keep a pulse on this growing
area of children’s literature, so that you can provide your students with books that will excite and
inspire them.
Ashley’s reflection
As we considered our book selections within
the topic for our final column, I could not help
but think about my three-year journey with the
Michigan Reading Journal. When we wrote our
first column, I had a five-week old baby, was in my
first semester of a doctoral program, and had lived
in Michigan for just six months. In short, I was
on my own journey--one I was too overwhelmed
to contemplate. Children’s literature, both the
column and an undergraduate course I was teaching called “Issues of Diversity in Children’s and
Adolescent Literature,” have provided me an
anchor in beloved literature while challenging
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me to think about the power of reading in new
ways. As a teacher, I loved the possibilities young
adult literature offered. I filled my shelves with
as many books about as many different people,
places, and topics as I could find. My goal was to
share the love of literature with young people who
often thought books offered them nothing. Yet, as
I reflected on our first column (focused on book
selection), I realized my MSU journey has forever
changed the way I think about the books I choose
both for my bookshelves and for my students.
Now, I ask first, “Whose story is being told? Who
is telling the story?” Then, like so many teachers,
I think not just about whether this book serves as
a mirror or window, but how it might help young
people (and me!) make sense of a world that seems
to grow ever more complicated.
*****
For all of us, writing this column has helped
us think deeply about the books we have read
together across time. Even in three years, the
world has shifted in ways that challenge each of
us to make decisions about who we are and what
we represent. We Need Diverse Books has pushed
publishers to think about the books in print,
while the Common Core Standards have brought
renewed attention to the canon and whose stories
are included.
As we think about literary journeys, it is impossible not to think of the millions of people who
have traveled across countries to escape poverty,
violence, and warfare. In 2015, according to
the Office of the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), 65 million people were
displaced from war and persecution (http://
refugeesmigrants.un.org/%E2%80%98unprecedented%E2%80%99-65-million-people-displaced-war-and-persecution-2015-%E2%80%93-un). Some have endured
treacherous journeys over unforgivable terrain,
in crowded trucks and leaky boats with scant
knowledge of what lies beyond the borders of

their country. When they arrive, they are placed in
refugee camps and contend with distrust, hostility,
and alienation.
In our reviews for this column, we consider stories
of those who live within and beyond the United
States. In a time when political rhetoric would
make immigrants out to be a threat and render
human stories in statistics, we review novels that
remind us of our common humanity—novels that
remind us that we share in struggle and triumph
and the daily life in between. In these novels,
authors reveal the human stories of a Haitian
immigrant to the United States, a young Afghan
couple, an American teenager struggling with
mental illness, and a teenager who takes a dangerous journey to the new and unknown in Mexico
and Guatemala.
Here, in our last MRJ contribution, we invite
teachers to think about the literary journeys they
will take with their students moving forward,
remembering that “…we must choose each step we
take with the utmost caution, for the footprints we
leave behind are as important as the path we will
follow. They’re part of the same journey–our story”
(Dance of the Chupacabras, by Lori R. Lopez).
American Street by Ibi Zoboi
Set in Detroit at the corner
of American Street and
Joy Road, American Street
follows Haitian immigrant
Fabiola Toussaint’s physical,
emotional, and spiritual
journey into a new life. In
the novel, author Ibi Zoboi
explores the ways Fabiola’s
expectations for une belle
vie, or a good life, in the
United States are challenged first by the detainment of her mother by immigration officials and
then by her realization that the community she
has come to join is perhaps more broken than the
world she left behind. Zoboi’s story reminds us that
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even as Fabiola brings her Haitian life to Detroit,
her differences do not make her less American, but
rather “more American because of it—-this merging of traditions, this blending of cultures from one
broken place to another” (p. 327).
Inspired by Zoboi’s experiences as a Haitian immigrant growing up in Brooklyn in the 1980s, and
current conversations about immigration and the
policing of young people of color, the novel offers
an emotional portrait of the challenges members
of the Haitian diaspora face when they come to
the United States and the strength they maintain. Although born in America and an American
citizen, Fabiola is forced to face her cousins alone
when her mom is detained upon arrival in the
U.S. because she had previously overstayed a visa.
Her aunt, who quickly admonishes her to speak
English, spends most of her days in bed, while
her cousins, known as the “Three Bs,” are warm
but distant, leaving her to navigate her new life
on her own. Even as she comes to know them,
she remains outside the tight circle they created to
defend themselves after the murder of their father
and to support their small family. Throughout the
first half of the novel, Fabiola’s journey focuses on
only one desire-—reuniting with her mother.
Surrounded by family yet alone, Fabiola turns to
her spirit guides, or lwas, to help her make tough,
sometimes impossible, decisions. In the story, her
lwas keep her connected to her Manman and the
culture she left in Haiti. Marked by prayer and
a desire for guidance, Fabiola’s vodou serves to
add magic and possibility to an otherwise dark,
sad story of a community in need. At the same
time, Zoboi’s thoughtful exploration of Haitian
vodou challenges common negative stereotypes of
“voodoo” that associate it with evil and witchcraft.
Instead, Fabiola’s beliefs help anchor her in an
unfamiliar, often frightening world.
The book’s setting and the supporting characters raise questions of representation. When
Fabiola arrives in Detroit, she encounters a cast of
76

supporting characters: her female cousins (Chantal,
Donna, and Princess), love interest Kasim, and
Donna’s abusive, drug-dealing boyfriend Dre. It
is through these supporting characters that Zoboi
explores the “brokenness” of the Detroit community to which Fabiola comes. The fact these characters sometimes fall victim to stereotypical portrayals deserves critique. Still, Zoboi complicates and
humanizes their stories through small first-person
passages that reveal their journeys and the sources
of their challenges, complicating what it means
to search for opportunity in a community that
most people have forgotten, and allowing readers,
particularly those growing up in Detroit, to think
about how their stories are told.
The Secret Sky: A Novel
of Forbidden Love in
Afghanistan by Atia Abawi
This young adult romance
novel tracks the emotional
and physical journey of
budding lovers Fatima
and Samiullah. Fatima is
a Hazara girl whose father
works and lives on the land
of Sami’s Pashtun family.
Hazaras are a politically, socially, and religiously
persecuted ethnic minority in Afghanistan, while
Pashtuns are the country’s dominant ruling group.
Fatima and Sami’s families have long maintained a
trusting relationship, owing to mutual respect and
openness of both patriarchs. But the teens’ blossoming friendship threatens their families’ honor
and disrupts the traditional rules that preserve
their community’s social structures. Rashid, Sami’s
cousin and a Taliban neophyte, gleefully reveals
Fatima and Sami’s illicit relationship to their families and to the local Taliban leader, Mullah Latif.
The mere encounter of two unmarried teens is
punishable by death and affects the families’ reputations as well as their siblings’ prospective marriages, so Fatima and Sami’s harried and dangerous
escape from Rashid, Mullah Latif, and members of
the Taliban ensues. As Rashid betrays his extended
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family and aligns himself with a morally corrupt
and merciless Latif, his own religious convictions
are tested. Choosing to satiate his thirst for vengeance and power requires adulterating his faith in
Islam.
This is not a novel in which the setting is a backdrop, secondary to a love story that dominates the
plot. Rather, religious, social, and cultural norms
play a crucial role in Abawi’s story. She reveals the
complicated nature of Afghan society through the
voices of three characters: Fatima, Samiullah, and
Rashid. Fatima is fearful but strong, maternal,
rational, and independent. Sami is both wise and
idealistic; he has seen Islam distorted and debased
during his time in the madrassa. And Rashid is
a mean-spirited young man who deems himself
noble and righteous in his distorted view of Islam.
These characters question themselves and their
world as the story unfolds and circumstances force
them to clarify and act upon their convictions.
There is little justice for those impacted by Fatima
and Sami’s relationship, but Abawi shows a pure
love that persists across all seemingly insurmountable boundaries.
Challenger Deep by Neal
Shusterman
Winner of the 2015
National Book Award for
Young People's Literature
and 2016 Golden Kite
Award for Fiction,
Challenger Deep explores
15-year-old Caden Bosch’s
journey into mental illness.
At the start of the novel,
Caden is a typical teenage character-—nerdy,
sharp-witted, and snarky. But his mental illness
emerges through sudden irregular behavior:
insomnia, paranoia, restlessness, and a fluctuation
between omnipotence and powerlessness.
The novel’s chapters mostly alternate between
Caden’s real and imagined worlds. There is little

unusual about his real world. On the other hand,
his imagined world takes place on an ancient ship
that is ruled by a frightening one-eyed Captain and
his conniving one-eyed parrot. The Captain takes
his crew to the Challenger Deep, the deepest part
of the Marianas Trench.
Caden makes sense of his two worlds in the opening lines of Chapter 1: “There are two things you
know. One: You were there. Two: You couldn’t
have been there” (Shusterman, 2015, p. 1). At
first, these worlds exist simultaneously, but over
time, they meld into one, and we come to understand that, in Caden’s prolonged psychotic state,
he has superimposed one world upon another. In
a choppy narrative structure that contains chronological jumps, Shusterman straps us into Caden’s
mind, refrains from identifying his symptoms and
diagnosing his illness, and takes us for a ride into
the teen’s descent into illness.
Eventually, Caden acquiesces to the Captain and
allows himself to fall into the deepest part of his
mental illness, and in his free fall into Challenger
Deep, he learns some truths in the scattered puzzle
pieces that make up his mind. Rich with metaphors and imagery, Challenger Deep captures the
journey of a young man who discovers who he is,
in and in spite of his mental illness.
Red Glass by Laura Resau
I believe that every life is
a collection of individual
“journey stories.” (Dieter F.
Uchtdorf )
Journeys take many forms
in Laura Resau’s beautifully written book about a
young girl’s transformation.
Each major character in
the book has a travel story
that emerges at some point, making a mosaic of
literal and metaphorical journeys. The story goes
beyond the traditional coming-of-age tropes that
tend to dominate much of YA literature. The first
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person point of view allows readers to “travel” with
Sophie, the narrator, as her perspectives shift and
change over the course of the journeys that fill the
book’s 275 pages. The story covers many literal
miles as Sophie journeys by car from Arizona to
Mexico, and then by bus to Guatemala; however,
Sophie’s transformation is the ultimate destination, albeit unplanned. Traveling vicariously with
Sophie, we realize that literal journeys often bring
about transformative journeys. Although what
we know is filtered, parsed, and shared through
Sophie’s thoughts, memories, and words, the
author manages to flesh out the other characters
and reveal the complex ways their journey stories
complement and complicate Sophie’s personal
journey. The unfolding plot manages to reveal past
and present and foreshadow future events like a set
of matryoshka dolls. And although we first hear
about red glass early in the novel, it is not until the
novel’s end that we fully understand the symbolic
significance of the author’s title choice.

across borders bring experiences and people along
the way that lead to major changes for Sophie and
her traveling companions. With each passing mile,
Sophie is evolving into a new version of herself,
and by the end of the novel she has grown up,
found love, and learned important lessons about
her place in the world. After a woman and her
daughters help her get through the bus ride safely,
she shares,

The book is divided into six parts plus a short
epilogue. The first section contains exposition
that sets up the scenario and introduces all of the
major characters, including Sophie’s great-aunt,
her Guatemalan friends, and Pablo, a young
Mexican boy Sophie’s family takes care of after he
is orphaned during his family’s illegal border crossing into Arizona. Sophie is a very honest narrator,
particularly when describing her own limitations.
She is sometimes scathingly self-deprecating,
which sets up the journey of self-knowledge and
personal development that occurs over the course
of the novel. For example, “Sometimes when old
people look at me, they say that I am on the road
to looking like my mother. I attribute it to cataracts” (p. 49). She’s a bit of a scaredy cat and longs
to be a bolder, more adventurous version of herself.
In Part 2, “Crossing the Border,” the main journey
begins as the group sets out in a van to take Pablo
to visit his family in a small village in Oaxaca,
Mexico. Later in the book, Sophie ends up going
on her own to Guatemala by bus—a trip fraught
with danger and full of obstacles. These journeys

She survives her solo journey and is eventually
reunited with her friends. They all return home
without Pablo (who stays with his Mexican family),
transformed by the journeys and connected with
each other in significant and lasting ways.

I was touched by this kindness from people
who had little to give but kindness. I thought
of the folktales Juan had told me when I
was little. In my favorites, there was always
a journey. And there was always a heroine…
who was either timid or poor or sickly or had
something else wrong with her, just like me.
And there were always guides that the heroine
met along the way, animals or people or spirits
who helped her overcome obstacles to find her
treasure (p. 209).

The author spent time in Mexico as an English
teacher and anthropologist; in the acknowledgments section, she writes, “This book exists thanks
to friends who have shared their stories with me…
friends in Oaxaca who have made this novel –
and my life – richer and brighter.” That dedication could have been written by the novel’s main
character/narrator because it represents the kind of
paradigm shift that Sophie undergoes through her
interactions with the people she meets along her
literal and personal journeys. One of the dominant
transformations Sophie experiences has to do with
her emerging recognition and acknowledgement of
her privilege as a white female and of the ways that
privilege can reverse depending on the context and
situation. Throughout the book, the author shows
a genuine respect for languages, including words,
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phrases, and even sentences in Spanish, German,
and Slavic languages communicated through the
multicultural cast of characters. As Sophie shares
her journey stories, we find our perspectives shifting a bit, too.
In today’s political context—a context that seems
to allow and even encourage hate speech and
anti-immigrant rhetoric—it is refreshing to read a
YA novel that values the contribution of all cultures and languages to our diverse American experiences. The combination of languages throughout
the narrative might require more work for readers,
but it ultimately adds flavor and nuance to a multidimensional storyline. And the author is acting
on her convictions: she has pledged to donate a
portion of the royalties from the book to indigenous rights organizations in Latin America.

Conclusion
Each of these books has highlighted journeys, and
we have shared ours with you. There’s an old adage
that says we create the road by walking it. We’re
all, always, moving on—even the journal. Travel
safely and well.
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